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They stood quietly on the “L” train’s 

Red Line platform. Waiting. It was 

August in chicago, and their school 

uniforms were as heavy and hot as the thick, 

late summer air. Then the platform began to 

shake. The train pummeled down the track and 

screeched to a halt in front of them.

Twin brothers Jan and Jen concepcion 

stepped inside, and the train rattled forward, 

out of their rickety town on chicago’s north 

end toward Fenwick High School — and a 

future they never could have imagined back in 

the Philippines eight years ago.

A powerful work ethic and a hunger for 

learning has taken the 18-year-old twins from 

modest means in the Philippines to excellence 

in school, the arts and the caddie yard in 

chicago, and now to their current stop: as new 

Evans Scholars, both pursuing architecture 

degrees at the University of Illinois.

T h e 
Renaissance 

M e n
born in manila, twin brothers Jan and Jen 

Concepcion strive for excellence in caddying, 

arts and school as new Evans Scholars  
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Twins Jen, left, and Jan Concepcion

1       Winter 2011-12



It took 18 hours — well, 10 years and 18 hours — for Jan and Jen to get to 
America. They spent the first decade of their lives in Manila, the capital of the 
Philippines. They lived in the inner city, and their grandmother kept them inside 
during the day, away from the gamblers at the nearby horse racetrack and the 
squatters who roamed the neighborhood. 

One day, their parents came home with an announcement: “We’re moving to 
America.” 

Wanting to give their four children a better future, their parents scraped 
together enough money to move, selling a beloved truck to pay for plane 
tickets. 

“When we heard America, we thought of the American dream,” Jan said. “We 
thought of Disneyland and snow. We had never seen snow before.”

After an 18-hour flight, the family settled in San Diego. “That’s when I first saw 
the world’s possibilities,” Jen said. “I read my first book, learned how to ride a 
bike, rode my first roller coaster and went trick-or-treating.”

English had been a second language for the brothers in Manila, and they 
surprised their teachers by mastering it so quickly. “The biggest struggle was 
learning slang,” Jan said. “I never said ‘ya.’ I didn’t use ‘gonna’ or ‘wanna.’”

It was the first of many shining moments to come in the classroom.

Several years later, the family moved because of their mom’s job. This time, 
they settled in chicago.

T h e  r e n a i s s a n c e  m e n

T h e  Renaissance  M e n

“What are the chances that a 
boy from manila would be able 
to get a scholarship to one of the 
nation’s finest universities? I can 
only think to myself, ‘maybe I do 
have a chance.’”

-JEn COnCEPCIOn

Twins Jan (left) and Jen Concepcion 
practice at the University of Illinois 
Evans Scholarship House.
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A golden ticket 

After several years in public school, the twins got the first of 
two golden tickets: the Daniel Murphy Scholarship, which gives 
students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds the 
opportunity to attend college preparatory high schools.

The brothers were admitted to Fenwick High School in Oak Park, 
Ill. It took an hour on the city’s “L” train to get from their north 
side apartment to school. That ride turned out to be a revelation.

“I kind of hated chicago when I first came here, but that train 
ride to Fenwick every day is when I really started liking it,” 
Jan said. “I fell in love with the architecture. We rode through 

the whole city — 
by Wrigley Field, 
the suburbs, the 
downtown. I realized 
I’m in love with it.”

Their freshman year, 
Jan recalls having a 
hard time fitting in. 
“We didn’t really like 
Fenwick because we 

didn’t get to know the community,” he said. “The only way to like 
going to Fenwick was to join the activities.”

And that’s exactly what they did. By the end of high school, Jan 
and Jen were involved in just about everything: National Honors 
Society, science and engineering team, the newspaper, art club, 
stage crew, orchestra, Bible study, chess team, and countless 
art, math and science competitions.

A natural curiosity

“(They) are in many ways ‘Renaissance Men’ in this country,” 
said Fenwick administrator Richard Borsch of the brothers.

It often was a struggle to balance it all, Jan recalls. But 
a passion for knowledge and discovery kept them going. 
“Freshman year, when I read a poem, I just read it. It meant 
nothing,” Jen said. “Then in AP English, we looked deeper 
into the message. If you look into anything, there’s something 
deeper.”

By that time, the twins had picked up caddying. After learning 
about the Evans Scholarship through a Daniel Murphy event, 
they immediately picked up bags at Evanston Golf club. Knowing 
nothing about golf or caddying, the brothers did what they 
always did — picked up a book to learn more.

“I was memorizing terms from the back of the book — bunkers, 
holes, etc.,” Jan said. “It helped that we had a very enthusiastic 
caddie master our first year. He would drive us around the holes 
to meet members. He really helped us learn to like golf.”

The last journey

Through all the moving and readjusting, the boys have had one 
constant: each other. “We have the twin connection,” Jen said. 

Both love the arts and play the violin. They both excel in math 
and science and are now pursuing architecture degrees. 

But Jen insists there are differences. “My brother is smarter 
when it comes to school, but I’m more practical. He is smarter 
than me in math, but I beat him in art. I like to think of us like 
one brain — but I am the right side and he is the left.”

Now, these “Renaissance men” are bringing their skills to the 
next stop on their journey — at the University of Illinois. And 
sometimes, it’s still hard to comprehend. 

“What are the chances that a boy from Manila would be able 
to get a scholarship to one of the nation’s finest universities?” 
said Jen. “After three years of caddying, a decade of growth in 
character and 18 years of financial difficulties, I can only think 
to myself, ‘Maybe I do have a chance.’”

Though the twins say they miss the people in the Philippines, 
they are creating a new family at the Evans Scholarship House.

“The best way I can describe college is liberating,” Jen says. 
“There’s so much to do: hang out with friends, work out at the 
gym, participate in various clubs and organizations around 
campus. The best part has been getting to know so many new 
people. I never expected to have so much freedom and so many 
choices. It’s been very rewarding.”

The twins aren’t waiting for the train anymore. But where will 
their next stop be? “Now I know so many doors have opened,” 
Jen said. “Anything is possible.”

“College is liberating. I 

never expected to have so 

much freedom and so many 

choices. It’s been very 

rewarding.”
-JEN CONCEPCION

Twins Jan 
(left) and Jen 
Concepcion 
on the U of I 
campus. 

-Amy Boerema Fuller contributed to this story.


